THE   NEW   MONGOLIA

provides an indescribably beautiful sight. For a
forty-mile-long stretch the ground is covered with
pebbles in a dazzling variety of colours. We drove
over a carpet of yellow chalcedon, blood-red and white
carnelian, jasper, quartzes of various colours and red
granite., and all around us, as far as our eyes could see,
the sun was reflected from a billion sparkling gems.

The natives dare not collect these pretty stones on
account of the origin attributed to them by legend.
This legend has it that, once upon a time, there was a
holy hermit living alone in a cave not far from the
Sein-Ussu well, which he used to visit each week in
order to refill his gourd with water. At such times the
birds and wild animals of the desert used to gather
round him and he used to talk to them. Pilgrims came
to him by the hundred from distant regions, and the
holy hermit never sent them away without a word of
comfort or advice. Then one day as he bent over the
well to dip his gourd, his soul suddenly departed and
he fell into the water. The animals that were present
lifted him out and carried him back to his cave, and
as they went along with their holy burden a precious
carpet of pretty-coloured stones was spread before
them. The legend is still believed by the people, and
it is thought that anyone taking away these coloured
stones will be dogged by misfortune all his life.

Night was falling as we reached the well and, to
our great good fortune, we found a number of cattle-
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